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The word illness denotes poor health or deviation from good health, 
sickness, or disease. Since "the Bible is primarily a book neither of science, nor of 
literature, nor of philosophy, but of salvation ... which includes the whole sweep 
of God's purpose to redeem and restore mankind," the presence of illness in 
biblical narratives is frequently noted. After all, the redemption and restoration 
of humankind by God includes that of illness. 

A number of diseases, sicknesses, or illnesses are mentioned in both 
testaments. The Old Testament refers to circulatory diseases, paralysis, mental 
problems, childhood diseases, physical deformities, eye diseases, fever, skin 
diseases, and other diseases of unknown nature or origin . 2 The New Testament 
also refers to paralysis, blindness, skin diseases, diseases of the bowels, 
psychosomatic illnesses, mental afflictions, demon possession, and other 
illnesses. In fact, approximately one-fifth or twenty per cent of the gospel 
accounts deal with the healing of illnesses . 4 The overall viewpoint of Christianity 
is that sickness and diseases are contrary to God's plan for His creation . 5 

There are several words in the Greek New Testament which are translated 
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"disease, infirmity, illness, weakness, sickness." Noted below are five of those 
words which are transliterated into English and the passages in the NT where they 
are found: 

nosemo : Matthew 4:23, 24; 8:17; 9:35; 10:1; Mark 1:34; 3:15; Luke 4:40; 
6:17; 7:21; 9:1; Acts 9:12 

Sstheneia : Matthew 8:17; Luke 5:15; 8:2; 13:11, 12; John 5:5; 11:4; Acts 
28:9; Romans 6:19; 8:26; 1 Corinthians 2:3; 15:43; 2 Corinthians 11:30; 12:5, 9, 

10; 13:4; Galatians 4:13; 1 Timothy 5:23; Hebrews 4:15; 5:2; 7:28; 11:34 

astheneo : Matthew 10:8; 25:36; Mark 6:56; Luke 4:40; 7:10: 9:2; John 4:46; 
5:3, 7; 6:2; 11:1, 2, 3, 6; Acts 9:37; 19:12; 20:35; Philippians 2:26, 27; 2 Timothy 
4:20; James 5:14 

asthenema: Romans 15:1 

asthenes: Matthew 25:39, 43, 44; Luke 10:9; Acts 4:9; 5:15, 16 


Taken together, these terms "are the most common NT expressions for 
sickness." 6 Furthermore, "a community which handed down the saying of the 
Lord in Matthew 25:36 and which knew the directions in James 5:13ff. was bound 
to regard visiting, caring and praying for the sick an important task." 7 

Even though more could be cited, there are at least three theological and 
biblical themes which support ministry to those with health-related issues. First, 
religion and spirituality are central to the lives of most people, even when they 
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are not consciously aware of it. After all, Jesus was concerned with meeting the 
needs of the person as a whole, not just getting them into some separate 
quarters for corporate worship. Therefore, the mental and emotional and 
physical needs of people with health-related problems provide fertile ground for 
ministry. The church is in a unique position to provide counsel and to assist 
troubled people in finding the specialize care they require. 

Second, in the New Testament the disease of leprosy was loaded with such 
theological significance that Jesus not only touched those who suffered from it 
(Mark 1:41) but also ordered His disciples to minister to them (Matthew 10:8). 
Ordinarily, lepers were to be avoided and treated with disgust and distrust. 

Jesus, however, said they are worthy of ministry. So, in addition to the millions of 
people today who continue to suffer from the literal disease leprosy, lepers may 
represent the endless numbers and types of people who are forgotten, physically 
abandoned, and even abandoned emotionally and spiritually. 8 Whether it be 
people with anorexia and bulimia nervosa, HIV/AIDS, Alzheimer's disease (which 
are addressed in my original D.Min. Project Report in Samford University Library; 
this contains a well-developed plan for specific ministry to these three health 
problems), or other health problems, the Church is under divine directions to 
enhance ministry awareness and skills for addressing health-related issues. The 
idea that some people are more important or more valuable than others 
continues to have a toxic effect on our assessment of people and the direction in 
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which our ministries are directed. 


Third, Christianity is not only individual but also social in scope. The long 
debate over the social gospel or the individual gospel seems to violate the very 
nature of the gospel. After all, since Christianity claims that God is interested in 
the whole person and that Christians should be, the frequent and multiple forms 
of suffering which impact people must be accurately and adequately addressed 
if the church is going to fulfill her mission and ministry of providing a gospel which 
offers a salvation to those within its hearing. "The church is necessarily interested 
in the sufferings of humanity, and it will show its concern by its actions. Every 
act of the Christian is social action in one sense or another." 9 Segler's point is a 
biblical one, for Christ taught that human beings will be judged according to how 
they treat other human beings: 

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with 
him he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations 
will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one 
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 

He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 

Then the King will say to those on his right: 'Come, you who 
are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom 
prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was 
hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and 
you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you 
invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was 
sick and you looked after me. I was in prison and you came 
to visit me.' Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, 
when did we see you hunger and feed you, or thirsty and 
give you something to drink? When did we see you a 


9 Franklin M. Segler, A Theology of Church and Ministry (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1960), 32. 
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stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe 
you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit 
you?' The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever 
you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you 
did for me.' Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart 
from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire 
prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and 
you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me 
nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not invite me 
in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick 
and in prison and you did not look after me.' They also 
will answer, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or 
thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in 
prison, and did not help you?' He will reply, 'I tell you 
the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of 
these, you did not do for me.' Then they will do away 

10 

to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life. 

Indeed, "to serve Jesus is to minister to suffering persons wherever 

we meet them and whatever their affliction. Conversely, to neglect such 

11 

service affronts and denies Jesus." 


“Matthew 25:31-46, NIV. 
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